A break-up of nuclei into many fragments (multifragmentation) has been observed in nearly all types of nuclear reactions when a large amount of energy is deposited in nuclei. According to the present understanding, multifragmentation is a relatively fast process, with a characteristic time around 100 fm/c, where, nevertheless, a high degree of equilibration (chemical equilibrium) is reached. The previous ALADIN experiments have provided extensive information about multifragmentation of projectiles in peripheral nucleus-nucleus collisions at high energy [1] . It was established that the statistical multifragmentation model (SMM) [2] , which assumes a thermal equilibration among hot fragments in a freeze-out volume at subnuclear densities, describes the data successfully [2, 3] . The multifragmentation reaction can be considered as an experimental tool to study the properties of hot fragments and the phase diagram of nuclear matter at densities ρ ≈ 0.1 − 0.3ρ 0 (ρ 0 ≈ 0.15 fm −3 is the normal nuclear density) and temperatures around T ≈ 3-8 MeV which are expected to be reached in the freeze-out volume. This part of the phase diagram is also very important for processes during the supernova II explosions and neutron star formation. Properties of fragments imbedded in hot dense environments may be modified in comparison with isolated fragments. As was established previously [4] , the symmetry energy of fragments decreases when the multifragmentation channels become dominating with increasing excitation energy.
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By using the SMM approach we address the surface energy of fragments in multifragmentation [5] . For this purpose, a new analysis of the ALADIN data obtained with 238 U, 197 Au and 129 Xe projectiles [1] was performed. In addition to the previous analyses [2, 3] we have examined a dependence of the τ parameters, characterizing Z −τ fit of the fragment yields, on the bound charge Z bound contained in the observed fragments. The values of Z bound /Z 0 ≈ 0.9 (Z 0 is the projectile charge) correspond to low excitation energies, where the system decays mainly via compound nucleus channels, while at Z bound /Z 0 ≈ 0.5 − 0.6 the excitation energy is high and multifragmentation dominates. The surface free energy in the SMM is parametrized as
. Here B 0 ≈18 MeV is the surface coefficient for isolated cold nuclei, and T c ≈18 MeV is the critical temperature for the nuclear liquid-gas phase transition in infinite matter. Finally we have found that the surface energy coefficient B 0 can be extracted from the experimental data, and its evolution with isospin at different excitation energies can be investigated by comparing sources with different isotope content [5] .
In Figure 1 we show the behavior of the surface coefficient B 0 versus the neutron to proton (N/Z) ratio during the fragmentation. Around the onset of multifragmentation (low excitation energies), there is a decrease of B 0 with N/Z that resembles the trends obtained for cold isolated nuclei. However, B 0 becomes nearly independent of the neutron richness when multifragmentation dominates. In this case nuclear fragments are primarily produced in a hot medium which represents a liquid-gas coexistence region. Modification of their properties can be explained by 'inmedium' interaction. 
